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        the writer, fifty-two and sixty-five
      

        Dickens
         
      

        the writer, forty-six
      

        Catherine
         
      

        his wife, plump, pretty, exhausted, forty-two
      

        Walter
         
      

        his second eldest son, sixteen
      

        Kate
         
      

        his daughter, nineteen
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        Catherine’s younger sister, thirty
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        a maid, Irish, sixteen
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        a young Danish friend of Andersen’s, eighteen
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Act One


Downstage, Andersen sits reading a newspaper in the company of his young friend Stefan. It is part of Andersen’s room in Copenhagen, on the day of or after Charles Dickens’ death, June 1870.
         
Upstage in shadow are other figures in stillness, like a painting in a dark church.
         
Andersen   (a newspaper) Poor Dickens dead, my dear Stefan. Most extraordinary, most sad. It brings back so many memories of my days with him in England. Long long ago, it seems, like in an old story, but it is only a dozen years ago.
            
Stefan   To think of so great a man extinguished, gone from the earth.
            
Andersen   It scarcely seems the same world, suddenly, without his presence in it. I had such great love for him, such reverence. I am shocked in my very soul to consider that he, a younger man, leaves the earth before me. Twelve years ago he was in the highest vigour of life. I myself felt tired and old already. My health was poor. My spirits were heavy. He treated me with the loving courtesy due an older brother. It is true that, though I wrote to him many times over the years, for some reason he never replied. But while I lived with him his care, his perspicuity were extraordinary, though his establishment was humble enough. There was a little maid, I remember, that showed me kindness. (Claps his hands.) I wonder what became of her? Of them all? Because of course, my dear Stefan, not long after I left them, the great cataclysm, the great revolution in Dickens’ life occurred.
            

            
Stefan   Such a bouleversement had rarely been seen in the world of literature. And this great family storm brewing, you weren’t aware of it while you stayed among them?
            
Andersen   It seemed like a paradise of human hearts. I suppose I was dimly aware of mysteries. But I did not suspect trouble so great, no, no. I wrote about my stay among them shortly after, and it seemed natural to describe them as happy. For, Stefan, their world there was sublime.
            
Stefan   (stroking Andersen’s face) I have read those beautiful pages.
            
Andersen   Now as I look back, I understand it better.
            
Stefan   You sensed it, you sensed it, Andersen – with your accustomed and admirable sensitivity.
            
Andersen   I sensed not enough. Such it is to have no language. So are the passions of intimates hidden from the stranger. Now all that world is taken away, Dickens and his wife Catherine, waiting for me in that enchanted house he named Gad’s Hill, as I toiled up from the little country station, burdened by my cases and, as ever, as ever, by my melancholy heart …
            
Stefan   Dear Andersen.
            
Andersen   And, and, dear Stefan, by my highly regrettable lack of English. Andersen’s English, my dear friend, a horror and a hindrance.
            
This fading, and the sound of a young woman singing a Thomas Moore song. It’s Kate, Dickens’ daughter; as she sings ‘Believe Me, if All Your Endearing Young Charms’ the scene gathers round her.
               

 

A provisional Victorian ‘room’ in Gad’s Hill Place, June 1857.
               

               
The garden suggested, a landscape of rooms and the real landscape, the distant sea, the snaking Thames, the marshes between.
               
Catherine Dickens is reading.
               
Georgina Hogarth, Catherine’s younger sister, seated, is sewing a ribbon on a child’s straw hat.
               
In the garden, Dickens is with his son Walter, sixteen.
               

Dickens   Do you feel you have any particular aptitude whose existence I have neglected?
            
Walter   No, Father.
            
Dickens   There is no disgrace in that. In this age of wonders you might do many things without any particular gift.
            
Walter   But, India, Papa? A soldier? I do not know what the heart of a soldier is. And every day in the newspaper we read of horrors there.
            
Dickens   It is a blessed matter to go out upon the world as a young person. The highest good, the highest joy. To start to make your way in your profession. To catch the eye of some sweet, gentle girl. To begin, to begin. It is our human bliss. This time never to come again. I cannot provision my army of seven boys for ever, Walt. Think of the others away at school in France. They come up behind you like a tide.
            
Walter is weeping.
               

The sound of the Thomas Moore song being played on the piano somewhere in the house.
               
Kate sits at her easel.
               

Catherine What are you doing, sister?
            
Georgie Plorn needs a hat for Sunday service.
            
Dickens comes in, goes to the window and opens the curtains wider.
               


            
Dickens   I think you will find it is traditional in England to open the curtains during the day. Was that you singing, Kate?
            
Catherine   It was. And they are open, Charles.
            
Dickens   We must have light, more light. I have written like a demon all day and now I am ready to be human again. (Looking out.) There is the porter from Higham station, carrying a box, a portmanteau and possibly a hatbox. And a most curious figure hobbling along behind him.
            
Catherine   We are not expecting anyone.
            
Dickens   (looking at Georgie) Putting black ribbons on hats is a deplorable pursuit.
            
Georgie rises and shepherds Dickens to his seat, watched by Catherine. Georgie puts a hand on Dickens’ shoulder.
               

The horrors of the English funeral, mourners in black, horses in black, and hatbands in black.
Georgie smiling at him.
               

Georgie   It is not for a funeral, Charles, only for little Plorn to go to chapel in.
            
Dickens   That is a different matter.
            
Kate   I am attempting a portrait of Plorn in his Sunday suit. I am aware, Papa, that not spilling paint on the floor is more important to you than any artistry I might possess.
            
Dickens   (turning about a little) How are you, Catherine?
            
Catherine   I am very well.
            
Dickens   You say you are well, and I am glad that you say it.
            

            
Catherine looks at him.
               

That was beautiful singing, beautiful singing.
A little maid, Aggie, comes in.
               

Aggie   Sir, there is a gentleman come.
            
Dickens   What is his name, Aggie?
            
Aggie   He doesn’t know, sir.
            
Dickens   Oh?
            
Aggie   He’s just all gobbledygook, sir. I asked him for a card but I might as well have asked him where Jonah was.
            
Kate   Where is Jonah?
            
Aggie   Why, in the whale, miss.
            
Kate   Oh.
            
Dickens   He doesn’t know his own name by heart?
            
Aggie   Seemingly not, sir. And then he was crying for a bit.
            
Dickens   Why so?
            
Aggie   Because I told him to go away, of course.
            
She hands Dickens some letters.
               
Andersen suddenly appears in the door.
               
He approaches Dickens.
               

Dickens   A prowler, a poor vagabond? You seek something, sir? But no, no, I know this face. It is …
            
Andersen kisses him on the face.
               

Oh!
Andersen   (on the verge of tears) You – has – I am – so – (He openly weeps.)
            

            
Dickens   … Andersen, Hans Andersen …
            
Andersen   Train surging on road of iron – all this way my – stomach … (Describes eruption with his arms.) Vesuvius. I struggle, I sweat, but heart leap, I am in land of Dicken …
            
Catherine   Dear Andersen, you are most welcome. You have appeared, like an angel.
            
Andersen stares.
               

Dickens   Andersen, we are most profoundly glad to see you. I have the warmest of memories of your visit at Broadstairs. Do you remember? It was your last day in England, and you sat with us at our simple table, when all the children were small, and some did not even exist. This is my girl, Kate – you remember her, Andersen?
            
Andersen   Ah, ah.
            
Dickens   And I said to you, come and see us again at the earliest opportunity, and Andersen, you come, to our new house – ten years later. By my eyes.
            
Georgie   He may have the nice room on the second landing, Aggie.
            
Catherine   Let me do that work of directing where he will sleep.
            
Georgie   Well, shall he go to another room, Catherine?
            
Catherine   He may do well where you bid him go.
            
Dickens   Yes. You will have a view of the old marshes, and the sea beyond, if the mist allows. And our River Thames. And there is a small graveyard there, I know, somewhere, because once as a boy I stood there with my father. I have made this little world, but do not know entirely where it is.
            
Andersen   (fearful) Graveyard?
            

            
Dickens   You will go with Aggie here? Go with Aggie? Will you bring him?
            
Aggie   Yes, sir.
            
Andersen   Oh, I declare my friendship, for you, dear Dicken. Farewell.
            
Dickens   Farewell.
            
Andersen goes out with Aggie.
               

He reminds me of no one except himself and that must be a good thing. Will you be able to assimilate him, Georgie?
Catherine is about to speak.
               

Georgie   Oh, I will have to be able.
            
Dickens   Noble Georgie. (The letters.) Ah, ah, I read here, Andersen is to come today. Well, that is not news now. And here, this is in Wilkie Collins’ hand … (Opening a letter, scanning it, slumping in a chair.) Oh, dear, dear Lord.
            
Georgie   What is it, Charles?
            
Dickens   Oh, my dear, I find – Expected, of course, but – I – (He wipes his forehead.) Grief, palpable grief …
            
Georgie goes to him, Catherine watching.
               

My poor dear friend, Douglas Jerrold. He is dead, my dear.
Kate   Oh, Papa, do not weep.
            
 
Light now on a guest room. Andersen is just outside the ‘door’, reading some framed writing. The voices below.
               


            
Andersen   (reading, in his bad accent) ‘But my lads, my lads, tomorrow morning by four o’clock early, at Gad’s Hill, there are pilgrims going to Canterbury with rich offerings …’ (To himself.) Noble Shakspeare … Noble Shakspeare …
            
He goes on into the room, smiling at first.
               

It is – cold …
Aggie   (entering with some of his bags) There is no fire, sir, because you were not expected.
            
Andersen goes to the window to look out.
               

There’s no water neither in your basin. Your – yes – (looking) your pot, sir, is under the bed. I have to bring in a flame from another room to light your candle, sir.
            
Andersen immediately goes to the ‘bed’; he presses it for softness and is not convinced. Aggie dips back with her taper lit. She lights the candle with the taper. Soft light, and the softer light of the distant sea.
               

Andersen   It is – hard. So cold, so cold.
            
Aggie   I am sorry, sir. It is June, but it’s more like March, sir, isn’t it?
            
Andersen takes off his large-sized shoes and gratefully squeezes his feet.
               
He takes one of his bags and extracts a length of rope. He brings it to the window and leans out and lets down the rope.
               

What are you doing, sir?
Andersen   If there is fire, girl, I climb down the rope.
            
Aggie   That is unusual, sir.
            
Andersen   Hermm?
            
Aggie   To carry a rope for that purpose.
            

            
Andersen   (defensively) It is also good for – horse.
            
Aggie   You have a horse with you, sir?
            
Andersen   No, no, I mean say – oh, English – wild horse.
            
Aggie   Oh, of course, sir. You mean a runaway horse. Well, yes, a rope is a handy thing, sir – if you can catch it. But of course, that is the point of a runaway horse. You cannot.
            
Aggie feels a moment of faintness.
               

Oh.
Andersen   What is matter?
            
Aggie   I told cook I couldn’t eat nothing for breakfast. But cook said – but you don’t need to know what cook said, sir. Excusing me. (She goes.)
            
Andersen coils the rope again and lies on the bed with it.
               

Andersen   (in Danish) Lord, give me good English to converse with beautiful Dickens, Amen.
            
A few moments pass, Andersen sleeping.
               

 

Light up on Dickens, dressed for dinner now, Georgie with him. He is reading the letter. While they speak, a table is being set for dinner beyond them, the candles lit etc.
               

Dickens   Do you know, Georgie, I think he was one of the sweetest men that ever lived. Hard in his way, sardonical, because he was so brilliant, you know, but in his centre, sweet, oh, and endearing, infinitely. Poor Jerrold.
            
Georgie   It is very sad.
            

            
Dickens   Plorn will need the black ribbon for a funeral after all. One should be careful what one says. The gods are always listening.
            
Georgie   They do seem attentive, yes.
            
Dickens   Friend Wilkie says here that he is certain there will be no money left to Mrs Jerrold, and I tell you, we can do something about that. Why, I may do some readings, perhaps Thackeray will do likewise, I am sure he will, he is a man of good heart, I will write to him immediately – and myself and Kate, and Charlie and Walt, and Wilkie himself, might attempt again The Frozen Deep.
            
Georgie   That is a certain, solid, money-making thing.
            
Adersen suddenly awakes, startled and unhappy, struggling with the rope, Aggie hurrying in.
               

Aggie   What, sir?
            
Andersen   (very distressed) Graveyard, graveyard. I am bury me alive.
            
Aggie   No, no, sir. You’re among the living still.
            
Andersen   (looking about, gripping her hand) Where I am, child?
            
Aggie   In England, sir, at Gad’s Hill, at the house of Mr Dickens, sir.
            
Andersen   Thank God, thank God.
            
Aggie   Oh, yes, sir, thank God. So say all of us.
            
Dickens   (with Georgie again) Of course he was not so old – a few mere years ahead of me … Fifty-four. In his prime. I will raise – two thousand pounds, that shall be my aim, and I will do it. Let there be grief certainly, let there be weeping, but also, doing, doing, Georgie. For there is no doubt, no doubt at all, he was a deep, deep friend, and I am made smaller, darker, stranger by his going.
            
Aggie   (with Andersen again) You may put on your black shoes, sir. They do want you for dinner.
            
Andersen   Hey, hey? Yes, yes, I come, I come.
            
Aggie   Let me help you, sir. Now, now.
            
She slips on his shoes for him. Andersen is weeping.
               

Ah, why do you cry, sir? Here’s a handkerchief. I would bet a half-crown you have much finer than that, but where is it when you need it?
Andersen takes it, checks it for dirt, uses it.
               

 

He joins the others. Catherine brings him to his place. By now the table is suggested by light, candles lit. The garden breathes its cooling flowers. In the distance, the bells of churches. The landscape touched by the weakening sun. Kate, and the ‘figures’ of Mamie, the eldest son Charlie Junior, little Plorn (worked by the actors) and Walt in reality, a thrum and hum of family, Andersen introduced to the siblings, nodding and talking. Dickens strides forward to the table, joins the babble. There is a music that seems to be made up of the voices, thrumming louder, the lights blazing brighter, as if the fact of family was swallowing everything, grief, time, real things. Then suddenly it quietens.
               

Dickens   Dear Andersen – you are quite rested? Aggie has given you what you needed?
            
Andersen   The bed was cold, dear Dickens, a little little.
            
Dickens   Oh, I am terribly sorry if you were cold. I will remind Aggie to warm your bed tonight.
            

            
Catherine   The bed was not warmed because of dear Mr Andersen’s unexpected arrival.
            
Dickens   We must see ahead in matters of the household. We must peer into the future, and have water jars at the ready.
            
Catherine   I am not quite sure why I am being upbraided about it. There is another to whom this task might be considered to have fallen. And who gets the praise when things go well.
            
Dickens   Am I not correct in this, Georgie? Sit up straight, Charlie. Kate – fork. (Meaning to correct how she is holding it.)
            
Kate   Father, I am nineteen. If I cannot hold my fork correctly by now, it is too late.
            
Dickens   You will thank me when you are dining with princes.
            
Kate   (humorously) I will dine only with savages if ever I leave here. It will be a rule with me.
            
Andersen   The view touch me. Loveliness of England. Of this Kent. Gold river under sun and one black ship, then I – dreaming – graveyard, wake in coffin, alive, and me – (making gesture of scratching) lid …
            
Dickens   By my eyes.
            
Andersen   My English.
            
Dickens   I understand you perfectly. Your English is excellent.
            
Andersen   So, so? I am beautiful, happy.
            
Dickens   (to Charlie) All is well at the magazine, Charlie?
            
Charlie   It is sometimes confusing work, Papa.
            

            
Dickens   Household Words, Andersen, where things familial find their most ardent defenders, where the poetry of the hearth is set forth: a man, a woman and their offspring, gathered in a peaceful group in this eternal England. Charlie has just begun in this work and I have high hopes for his efficiency in it.
            
Catherine   I am so proud of him, Mr Andersen. Such a good, diligent boy.
            
Dickens   Kate of course is painting.
            
Kate   (humorously) I-am-painting. That’s Kate.
            
Catherine   Charles, I am thinking.
            
Dickens   (a touch impatiently) Yes?
            
Catherine   Was it not just the other week you saw poor Douglas?
            
Dickens   Indeed, yes.
            
Catherine   And how was he then – I seem to remember you noticing he was unwell? I ask because of course he was my friend also.
            
Dickens   Yes, Catherine. He was unwell that day. And all week I was receiving reports from his London friends. As of a ship sailing onto the rocks. We know not the time nor the place, eh, Andersen?
            
Andersen   (startled) Excuse?
            
Dickens   It is our little lot as humans. The penalty for the gift of life. I say it lightly but mean it seriously. Boys, girls, carpe diem, bathe to your ears in the sweet water of youth.
            
Georgie   I am sure youth characterises you still, Charles.
            
Catherine   I am sure, I am sure.
            

            
Dickens   Well, I thank you. Vigour is still mine, thank God. And yet I will not exult in life when poor Douglas now has gone under the waves. It was the day, Catherine, that Russell was to read from his Crimean journal – do you know his writings, Andersen? He was a newspaperman for The Times at the Crimea, a wonderful man, an Irishman of distinction – well, we were going about together, and Jerrold was showing Russell how one should read to the public, because he had heard him on a previous occasion, and did not think Russell understood the secret, but was generously going to show him the secret, and every now and then Jerrold was complaining of some inward pain, in a very nice, unaffected manner. He said some fresh paint had been put on his study window the day before, and he suspected the fumes had poisoned him, and he felt seedy. But we went out to Greenwich together before the reading, and his spirits were waxing and waning, and the three of us walked up to the top of Shooter’s Hill, and by heavens we marked out Inkerman on the ground – (does so on the table) where the Second Division lay in the scrub –
            
As he speaks Aggie is drawn more and more into the narrative.
               

– in this instance, these napkins, and the Russian land army coming along at them in the fog – that is to say, this great serving plate – and the great horde of troops out of Sebastopol itself, and the British and French armies ready together, and from six in the morning enduring the pounding of the Russian barrage, and then all violence and death till half past three, when at last the Russians were driven back, and five Victoria Crosses that day for the soldiers, by God … Irish soldiers, Aggie, because they always put the Irish in the front line. They are considered excellent soldiers for bearing the brunt of an attack.

            
Aggie   Oh! Brave boys!
            
Georgie   Thank you, Aggie.
            
Dickens   Yes, Aggie, and by then as you may imagine, Jerrold was so excited, and jumping about, all vigour and life, as I was myself, and Russell laughing at us, and Jerrold declared he had quite got over the paint. And then he was all head back and laughing at some nonsense I was speaking, in our old manner, and we were as easy as chairs. But it was only the start of a week of enormous suffering for him. His fine white hair and his frail hands, that is what I remember. Wilkie says he was eloquent, brave and admirable to the last.
            
Georgie   Oh, Charles.
            
Kate   Poor Papa.
            
Walter   They say there were two thousand of our soldiers killed that day, and twenty thousand Russians.
            
Charlie   Huzza!
            
Dickens   Yes, yes, Walt – and Russell himself the next morning, marvelling at the number of Russians lying there. How vividly he read that night, after Jerrold had set him straight. And Jerrold, Jerrold, Black Ey’d Susan, the most natural nautical English play since Shakespeare’s Tempest. (To Walt.) When you are an old man, Walt, they will still be playing that in England.
            
Walter   Am I to be an old man, Papa? I did not know.
            
Catherine puts a hand on his sleeve.
               

Catherine   My dear.
            
Dickens   Oh yes, Walt, I hope so.
            
Andersen   (nodding) Ah, Shakspeare, noble Shakspeare …
            

            
Dickens   And noble Jerrold. Noble, gentle Jerrold. Let us raise our glasses, my dears, to a delicate, happy and much-missed man.
            
They raise their glasses and drink. Andersen thinks he is being drunk to, and rises.
               

Andersen   Thank you, dear, dear Dickens – it is – mountain – high, high love – that feel me … And to your back I say – skaal! – long life.
            
Walter   He was not drinking to …
            
Dickens   Long life indeed. (Sternly looking at Walt.) Walter, as you are going out to India in a few days, you must learn discretion.
            
Catherine   Charles, do not say so lightly that he is going. To that terrifying place. No, no, forgive me. (A moment.) Charles, maybe Mr Andersen while he is here would like to see the Crystal Palace? I am going there myself next week, and might find him a ticket if he wished – they are to give The Messiah, with a choir of two thousand souls.
            
Dickens   Well, that is an awful lot of singing. I am afraid I will be much in town now myself, if I am to make arrangements for Jerrold’s family. At least there are only five children. It was my fate to have so great a crowd of them, Andersen, that I meet them in the corridors in the night, and think I have prowlers. One night I may shoot one.
            
Mamie   Papa …
            
Catherine   I hope you would not kill one of our children.
            
Dickens   Of course not, madam – since it was you made them in the first place. It’s just that you made so many.
            
Kate   (quite sternly) You would be quite lost without us, Papa.
            

            
Catherine   And I would be married then to a murderer, and I would not like that.
            
Dickens   (a moment) Andersen, cricket? You look like a bowler. Look – like – a – bowler.
            
Andersen   (puzzling the words) Bowler?
            
Dickens does the action of the bowler.
               

Dickens   Howzat?
            
Andersen   Ah, yes, yes, Dicken – the cricket. Oh, oh, I am – athlete with no hope. Bear. Goose.
            
Catherine   He must have his Prince Albert pudding before he plays cricket.
            
Dickens   In earlier years, Andersen, Catherine was the finest female silly mid-on in England.
            
Catherine   Is that a compliment?
            
Dickens   It is intended as such. (Gathering himself.) Pudding before cricket for you, Andersen. (Agitated.) I find it hard to sit tonight. Forgive me, Georgina, I must go out instanter. Send out the boys when you have puddinged them up.
            
Catherine   You won’t wait?
            
Georgie   He cannot wait, Catherine.
            
Dickens   (going) I cannot. I cannot.
            
Walter   Cannot we go with him, Aunt Georgie?
            
Plorn   I want to play cricket.
            
Georgie   I think you might, just this evening.
            
Catherine   Georgina, it will be better for their stomachs if they wait.
            

            
Georgie   If Charles can do some violent action with the cricket bat, he will be assuaged a little. He is so shocked by Jerrold’s death.
            
Catherine   He was also my friend when I was young.
            
Georgie   Of course, Catherine, I understand.
            
Catherine   You do not understand. Or rather, I do not understand. I do not understand.
            
Georgie   Walt, take your little brother. He can go out also. It is beautifully warm and pleasant.
            
Kate   Is there any chance I might steal Plorn for an hour? It is so much easier to draw from life.
            
Catherine   What did you say, Kate?
            
Kate   I really did not say anything, Mama. I was thinking out loud, and not very fascinating thoughts. Ignore me.
            
Georgie   (to Walter) Go, go.
            
Walter   Yes, Aunt. Well – (Ceremoniously.) Well, Mr Andersen, we would be most awfully blessed and happy to have your company outside.
            
Andersen   What, what?
            
Catherine   Good boy, Walt, but let Mr Andersen stay here. (To Andersen.) The poor child – he is practising to be a grown man. But he is not, Georgie, he is not.
            
Georgie   Run away out, Walt, with Plorn, and raise the rooks in the beech trees.
            
Walter   We will, Aunt. We will bombard them like Russians.
            
Walt kisses his mother.
               

Catherine   Dear Walter.
            

            
Walter   (a moment) If you’d rather I stayed here with you, Mama, I could easily forgo cricket. I am also very fond of Prince Albert pudding. It is a speciality of Mama’s, Mr Andersen. Did you know Mama has written a lovely cooking book?
            
Catherine starts to cry.
               

Georgie   Away out, away out.
            
Walter   (dismayed) Yes, Aunt.
            
Plorn   Don’t forget me, Walt.
            
Walter   Silly mid-off for you, Plorn.
            
Catherine   (to Andersen) My poor Walt is to go to India in a very few days. A country heaving with rebellion. He is being sent out to learn to be a soldier.
            
Andersen   Oh?
            
Georgie   It will set him up in life.
            
The sounds of cricket off.
               

Catherine   It is like going to the edge of the known world in an old story. I do love the boy so much. I fear it may kill me to see him go.
            
Dickens   (appearing) Bring us out tea when you come, ladies. It will be something to wash that terrible cold soup out of my mouth.
            
Catherine   Cold soup in France tastes different than in England. Why ever so, I could not say.
            
Georgie   Hush, the soup was perfect soup.
            
Andersen   (holding his stomach, to Catherine) I think, dear lady, stomach – surge. I must go to my place where sleep …
            
Catherine   Poor, poor Andersen. You see, Georgie, it was not good soup.
            

            
Andersen stumbles into the dark guest room and takes the chamber pot desperately and, on the other side of the bed, hurriedly unhitches his trousers.
               

Andersen   Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh, oh.
            
 

Andersen groaning and shivering, the sound of Dickens and the children playing at their cricket, the light failing in the branches of the beech trees, the boys laughing and calling, Dickens energetically playing, shouting, instructing. The sound of the piano, playing Mendelssohn.
               
Now Dickens visible, bowling to his unseen son.
               

Dickens   Oh, that’s a poor ball. I have lost that swing in my arm. I must practise when I am alone, and then startle you all with my improvement.
            
Aggie comes out with the tea. Walter comes on holding a bat.
               

Walter   Oh, that’s wonderful, Aggie.
            
Dickens   Good girl, Aggie, good girl. You are a treasure. (Drinking.) You look peaky, Aggie. I will send you to Dr Bill.
            
Aggie   I’m all right, sir.
            
Dickens   The Irish make perfect tea.
            
As Walt takes a cup from Aggie, he touches the back of her hand a moment.
               

Aggie   They don’t make tea in Ireland, sir.
            
Dickens   No, only little maids. When we are fortified, boys, let us play on, while the light remains to us. Thank you, Aggie. You have taken the cold out of us. If Franklin and his men had had this tea in their icy world at the frozen North, boys, there would have been no death and dying. Thank you, girls, for the wonderful music. Thank you, boys, for your wonderful batting and catching.
            
 

Light now on Andersen. His face frightened and unhappy.
               

Andersen   Little maid? A girl should not see an old man in travail. How I fear this sadness. God look down on me, and send me a day of simplicity and ease.
            
Light fading from Andersen. Voices from another room. Andersen listening. Catherine sitting in her bed in her nightcap and gown.
               
Catherine is reading a little book of poems. Dickens has a measuring stick and is measuring.
               

Catherine   What are you doing, Charles?
            
Dickens   I am measuring.
            
Catherine   What are you measuring?
            
Dickens   The distance – between two points.
            
Catherine   And why, Charles?
            
Dickens   Because – I – it will be easier perhaps to block the door to my dressing room.
            
Catherine   It is very convenient for you, going in and out that way.
            
Dickens   It was. But now, I find I wish it to be inconvenient – and inaccessible, except from the corridor outside.
            
Catherine   But that is not an improvement.
            
Dickens   No. In architectural terms. But yes, in – sentimental terms.
            
Catherine   I do not understand you.
            

            
Dickens   I do not think I understand myself. Indeed, I am like a man on fire – like a sailor in a plunging ship. Like a fierce, buzzing fly without its wings.
            
Catherine   It’s time to sleep. I can read no more of these Four Seasons. It used to calm me. I have reached the end of Spring and I am exhausted. I will blow out the candle, if you do not mind.
            
Dickens   And leave me in the dark?
            
Catherine   I will obviously wait till you are in bed.
            
Dickens staring at her.
               

What?
Dickens   I am fixed to the floor. I wonder if it is not a symptom of madness to be unable to rest, even when quite still? Two foot six and a half inches. I will just note it down for the carpenter. I will go and do so. I won’t wake you, never fear. I will creep back later.
            
Catherine   What is the matter?
            
Dickens   There is nothing the matter, in the proper understanding of the phrase.
            
Catherine   If you say not.
            
Dickens   I say – go to sleep. Go to sleep. Go to sleep.
            
Catherine   I will not sleep easily, with Walter going away.
            
Dickens   We should be thankful there is a great Empire to mop up these sons.
            
Catherine   To mop them up? These boys I love? That you love. Are the rest to follow? Will you send Plorn also at close of day?
            
Dickens   I am hoping, I confess, that Plorn may manifest some talent that will keep him in England.
            

            
Catherine   But because Walter is a nice, simple boy, and not your favourite, he must be thrown to the wolves of Empire?
            
Dickens   The Empire does not disdain those lacking a particular talent. England does. I have tried to place Walter everywhere. I have failed because he can do nothing, in particular. It was Georgie suggested India. I think she is right.
            
Catherine   Georgie. They are my sons, they are my sons.
            
Dickens   Well, well, come now, Catherine, let’s not pretend you had the doing of them. It has been Georgie mostly has tended them.
            
Catherine   Not at my request.
            
Dickens   The house must have order.
            
Catherine   Now you are getting angry.
            
Dickens   I am not getting angry.
            
Catherine   If Georgie has helped me, it is because I have crawled from childbirth to childbirth. She of course has not had to do such things. Is that indelicate of me to say so? And little Dora, my own angel … What was I to do about that? That horrible place I had to go to afterwards, and that loathsome sadness.
            
Dickens   Malvern, so horrible? It is a very nice place where you took the waters. So the living make fools of themselves with little things. And speaking of foolishness – Andersen. He was trying to tell me he needed to go to London to see his friend, the Danish ambassador Count Reventlow. You see how easily it can be said? It was like listening to the Iliad in a Hottentot translation. To cap it all, I had just read a horrible notice of Little Dorrit, so I listened to him through my tears.
            

            
Catherine   (laughing suddenly) Poor Charles.
            
Dickens   You laugh at me. You are right. (A moment.) Do you think, Catherine, he is quite real? Perhaps only a ghost? It suddenly seems strange to have him in the house. A haunting. To have anyone in the house. To stand here myself, with you. To be a living person. It is all strange to me, suddenly. The house standing in the darkness, the marshes darkened, the blue of the Thames darkened to pitch, only the stars brightening, as if for fear of the dark’s victory, and in these bedrooms, the inhabitants sleeping, dreaming – dreaming.
            
Catherine   And we should do the same.
            
Dickens   (moving away) Poor Douglas, poor Douglas … He had five little babes that he loved so much. Now they have no father.
            
 

In the corridor outside he encounters Kate.
               

Kate   Papa, are you unwell?
            
Dickens   No, Kate dear, I am not unwell.
            
Kate   You are very pale, Papa.
            
Dickens   It is the moonlight.
            
Kate   There is no moon tonight.
            
Dickens   There is a moon. What is that, if not a moon? You are not very observant.
            
Kate   But that is not why you are so pale, Papa, you are not the man in the moon, you are the man on the earth.
            
Dickens   Yes.
            
Kate   Where are you going now, at this moment?
            
Dickens   I am going to my workroom, to make a note of something. Two feet, six inches and a half.
            

            
Kate   Oh? What does that measure? Will I go with you?
            
Dickens   Will you come with me? I would like that, Kate. I am glad we are friends again.
            
Kate   When were we not?
            
Dickens   When Charlie Collins wrote to you last month, and asked you to marry him.
            
Kate   Yes, and for a moment I thought I might like to, and then I thought I would not.
            
Dickens   Even though he is Wilkie’s brother, how could I countenance anyone taking you away from me? You have
            
written to the poor man, to let him know your answer?
Kate   No, but I will do so.
            
Dickens   Everyone is in their beds?
            
Kate   Walter said he might go and try for sea trout. Otherwise, all are in their beds.
            
Dickens embraces Kate.
               
Darkness falls equally on everything.
               
Walter returning through the dark garden with a fishing rod and a brace of trout. He goes into the house.
               
Music. A few moments.
               

 

Cockcrow.
               
The sun flooding the garden and house like a wave.
               
The sea in the distance, sparkling, new.
               
Aggie comes in to Andersen.
               

Andersen   Ah, little maid.
            
Aggie   Yes, sir?
            
Andersen   I wake.
            

            
Aggie   Yes, sir.
            
Andersen   You did never take my clothes last night and flatten them?
            
Aggie   Flatten them, sir?
            
Andersen   Make them flat for the morning.
            
Aggie   No, sir, I did not think to press your clothes, that is true, sir.
            
Andersen   And my linenings, privy linenings, not gathered from the chair. (Putting on his gown.)
            
Aggie   No, sir. I wouldn’t dream of touching your private things, sir, without your say so. Besides, my hands were not clean. I had been gutting Mr Walter’s fish.
            
Andersen   In houses of princes they are washing my linenings. I also require to be shave.
            
Aggie   What?
            
Andersen   Shave, shave?
            
Aggie   Well, sir, I know nothing about that.
            
Walter passing outside.
               

Master Walter, do you know anything about shaving? My guess is, no.
Andersen   Could this boy be ask to shave me, little maid?
            
Aggie   Do you mistake the poor boy for a servant, sir?
            
Andersen   Oh.
            
Walter   (angrily) The nearest barber is in Rochester, Mr Andersen, and that is a fair journey by the horse and carriage. (To Aggie.) Was he suggesting I shave him, Aggie? What an idiot he is.
            

            
Andersen   I am by the minute growing to animal with pins in body.
            
Walter   He should not ask me to shave him, Aggie, and if he does again, I will likely do so, and slit his throat while I do, like Sweeney Todd.
            
Aggie   Don’t be such a goose, Master Walter. The man barely knows what he is saying.
            
Walter   Don’t you call me a goose.
            
Aggie   Oh, and I will, and worse too.
            
Georgie comes by.
               

Walter   Here’s Aunt Georgie. I suppose he will ask her now.
            
Georgie   Ask me what? Poor Mr Andersen, we are crowding in his doorway, and he is quite déshabillé. Excuse us our fantastical rudeness. They are such narrow halls here.
            
Andersen   Shave me!
            
Georgie   What? (To Aggie.) You may give him one of Walter’s sea trout for breakfast.
            
Aggie   Yes, ma’am. Weren’t he so clever to catch them?
            
Walter   They throw themselves on the hooks this time of year. What I love best of all is the darkness.
            
Georgie   There was a bright moon the whole night.
            
Walter   Not under the trees there by the river. It is lovely there.
            
Andersen   May I call carriage, Mrs Georgie?
            
Georgie   Oh?
            
Andersen   To go to Roch-es-ter.
            
Georgie   To Rochester? Why ever so?
            
Andersen   For barber.
            

            
Georgie   But, my dear Andersen, Mr Dickens and Charlie will take the carriage now to Higham station. I’m afraid you will be marooned here till it returns. We all will be, temporarily.
            
Andersen   When I make command, you must do. This is law of hostility.
            
Georgie   You mean hospitality, sir. Good gracious, sir. How is it, sir, that a person who exhibits such wonderful fine feeling in his books, can exhibit such a wonderful bearish aspect in his person?
            
Andersen   What, what? You say what?
            
Catherine arrives.
               

Georgie   I am not about to translate my own anger, sir. That would be quite absurd.
            
Catherine   Georgina, you will not insult our guest.
            
Georgie   I do not insult him, Catherine, he does not speak English.
            
Catherine   I speak English, I hear you. You will not distress Mr Andersen.
            
Georgie   This is quite insane.
            
Catherine   Ah yes, ah yes?
            
Georgie   This is not rational.
            
Andersen   Madness. Madness.
            
Dickens arriving.
               

Dickens   What is this? What is this phantasmagoria of distress? (To Andersen.) You are weeping, sir? Who is not weeping? I demand to know who is not weeping, so I can confer on them the much admired, much desired Order of the Dry Eye.
            
Georgie   It is this person causes this mayhem, Charles.
            

            
Dickens   May there not be quiet in my house? May there not be peace in my kingdom?
            
Georgie   (going) A bizarre, intolerable, crude person …
            
Catherine   You must admonish her severely, Charles.
            
Georgie goes.
               

Dickens   I must go to London. Charlie, Charlie, come down, we must go, we must go.
            
Charlie   Yes, Papa.
            
Dickens   Andersen, adieu.
            
 

Dispersal. Catherine on her own.
               
Clock striking in the house, the hum of sunlight.
               

Georgie   (furious, coming back to Catherine) I do not know why you are so obvious in your unhappiness, Catherine, I really do not.
            
Catherine   Excuse me, sister?
            
Georgie   I counsel you to find peace in yourself.
            
Catherine   You wish to be in charge of me also? You wish to be in charge of my children and my household and also of me?
            
Georgie   I merely wish to create tranquillity and general pleasantness, so Charles can work.
            
Catherine   Nothing, no force known to man or God, could prevent Charles from working.
            
Georgie   I think you are blind to him sometimes.
            
Catherine   Who elected you to this occupation?
            
Georgie   I think you thought once that I was necessary and useful.
            

            
Catherine   After all these latter births, you were useful, you were in every way a wonder. But Plorn is nearly six, and I am more robust, and my spirits are good now, better by the day. We are here in this new house. My ambition is to be happy here. You must not become atrocious to me. (A moment.) Wait, wait, wait, wait.
            
Catherine holds Georgie’s arms, puts her head down.
               

Let us not be at war, let us not be at war, the two of us …
They embrace. Georgie goes.
               

 

Time passing.
               
Catherine, alone now, in the sitting room by the fire. Outside, finches and other small birds singing. Aggie comes in to her with her bucket.
               

Aggie   Do you want me to keep the fire going, Mrs Dickens? It is very sunny.
            
Catherine   Do, do, please, Aggie – how this cold creeps in about my legs.
            
Aggie   I am always cold, ma’am. That’s what comes of eating only a little, and carrying coals and scantlings all the day.
            
Catherine   I hope you will not say we don’t feed you, Aggie. I rather think you have fattened out of late.
            
Aggie   I won’t fit my pinnies in a bit.
            
Catherine   Just keep the fire going, Aggie, and do it – discreetly. That is how things are done in a good household.
            
Aggie   Yes, Mrs Dickens.
            
Aggie goes out into the garden to dump the cinders. When she reaches the door, Kate is just coming in. 
               
Kate stops out of sight when she hears her mother speak.
               


            
Catherine   (to herself ) It is not as if anything terrible has occurred, beyond harsh words, beyond being accused of lethargy. I accuse myself also of fatness, of a certain disgustingness of form brought on by bearing so many children year after year. Oh, when little Dora died, I so wished to grieve, but his grief was so much greater, so much more important – and something of him went down with her into the underworld, leaving me with half a ghost, half a shining man.
            
Walter appears in the garden.
               
Walter and Aggie snatch a kiss, checking they are unseen.
               
Catherine crying.
               

I make no sense, I make no sense. When we should be quiet, after the day, he becomes agitated, wakeful, watching me closely, till I am thinking he is noting every wobble in my poor body, and remembering years ago, when it was often said I was like a wraith, a beautiful revenant. I always got compliments when I was a girl, far more than Georgie. He said I was the loveliest creature he had ever seen. And wrote me such letters.
Kate bustles in. Kisses her mother.
               
There’s a strange sound from somewhere.
               

Catherine   (after a moment) What is that wailing sound? Do you hear a wailing?
            
Kate   (listening) I do. (Looking out.) It is Mr Andersen, Mama, down by the roses.
            
Catherine   What is he doing?
            
Kate   Wailing, Mama.
            
Catherine   I should go and join him, and we can wail together.
            

            
Kate takes out a letter from her pocket. She just holds it.
               

Time passes, the whirr of darkness, the clocks in the house sounding.
               

 

Dickens and Georgie mysteriously walzing.
               

 

It is night again, Walter crosses the garden as before with his rod.
               
Andersen is walking in the garden. Walter doesn’t see him in the dark.
               

Andersen   Young sir.
            
Walter   My God, Andersen, my heart nearly leapt from my chest.
            
Andersen   Excuse. But I am grateful for moment to say, sorry for bad moment this morning.
            
Walter   Which one, Mr Andersen? Do you refer to your suggesting that I shave you?
            
Andersen   Yes. Most stupid, young sir.
            
Walter   I am Walter Dickens, a son surplus to requirements, sir, you do not need to apologise to me. It was no surprise to me that you thought me a servant.
            
Andersen   You are teasing, sir.
            
Walter   As the son of a great man, I have met all the great writers of the age. Thackeray, Tennyson, Longfellow and poor Jerrold. I am sure I should be flattered to be apologised to by the greatest living writer for children.
            
Andersen   For children?
            
Walter   Perhaps it sounds odd in English.
            
Andersen   It sound odd in all language. But I only wish to say my sorry.
            

            
Andersen holds him by the arm. There is something of a proposition in the gesture.
               

Walter   (taking his arm away) That is quite all right.
            
Andersen   Remember, young man, all souls are equal. It is the law of God.
            
Walter   I am sure you are mistaken, sir.
            
He is crying.
               

Andersen   You are weeping? You are sad.
            
Walter   I am not weeping because I am sad. There are varieties of weeping, sir. I am weeping because I am alive. And it is extremely odd to be talking like this out in the garden.
            
Walter moves on past.
               

Andersen   Did you catch fish?
            
Walter   One cannot catch fish every night.
            
Andersen   Our Lord Christ, only He always catch fish? (More fluently.) Are you a believer, sir? Of course. I have seen the gold and jewels of a thousand churches, all over the world. My God is my redeemer and my hope.
            
Walter   Sir, you have lost me. I do not speak that language. I presume it is your own native Danish?
            
Andersen   Ah, I slip, I slip – sorrow, sorrow.
            
Walter goes.
               

 

Now the distant music of Handel’s Messiah.
               
A sense of the soaring pillars of the Crystal Palace, fountains, glass, light.
               
Catherine and Andersen sit side by side, the thousands of voices singing, the music pouring against them. Their faces look out, rapt. In a strange light, an indistinct figure brings a lighted candle. Light burns around her.
               


            
Catherine   Oh, Mr Andersen. It is a young girl, with a single candle, for innocence, I expect. How beautiful it is.
            
Andersen   Beauty, beauty, beauty.
            
 

Change of light, vanished palace, Dickens’ sitting room again.
               
Catherine and Andersen in the same position, but in the seats by the fire. Aggie – the innocent girl – is putting a taper to it.
               

Catherine   Aggie, you did not keep the fire going for us while we were at the Crystal Palace.
            
Aggie   I did, ma’am, but it went out.
            
Catherine   Firelight, it is rather kind and good, do you not think, Mr Andersen?
            
Andersen   Often I sit in my room in Copenhagen with fire, and outside, outside the window, there is the harbour so familiar, the little light of the sea, and I am for the moments, in that time, Mrs Dicken, happy. All terrible things pass away. When I was a young boy, you see, Mrs Dicken, I feared so many matters. And I still fear.
            
Catherine   Yes, you see, that is what I think also. That is what I think.
            
Aggie sweeping the hearth of ashes, blowing the fire into flames again.
               

Andersen   Then we are in the same thought.
            
Catherine   Your English is becoming good, Mr Andersen, because your mind is always thinking so clearly behind the words.
            

            
Andersen   Thank you, Mrs Dickens.
            
Catherine   Aggie, are you finished there?
            
Aggie   Yes, ma’am – just.
            
Andersen   She is – the Ash Girl – among the ashes. The Ash Girl becomes princess, little maid, at end of story. Not all stories end so happy.
            
Aggie   A princess, sir? I don’t think so, sir, begging your pardon.
            
Andersen   I applaud your honesty, little maid.
            
Aggie   You give me the bualadh bos, sir.
            
Andersen   What is that?
            
Aggie   It is Irish, sir, for applauding.
            
Andersen   Bualadh bos. (Clapping his hands.) Now I speak English and Irish.
            
Catherine   I will go up in a minute and give Plorn a kiss, although I suppose he will be asleep. I hope so.
            
Andersen   I have no child to kiss.
            
Catherine   But I suppose you have thousands, the thousands that read your stories?
            
Andersen   Well, well. Yes, yes. But none to kiss at night.
            
Catherine   No. (A moment.) Your mother is not living, Mr Andersen?
            
Andersen   No, madam.
            
Catherine   You were very close, I am sure.
            
Andersen   Yes, yes. But very – poor.
            
Catherine   Oh?
            
Andersen   Yes.
            

            
Catherine   You weren’t born in a princely house?
            
Andersen   Ah, ah.
            
Catherine   You have all the qualities of a prince. Charles also had difficulties when he was a child. He never speaks of it, but it is always there. Sometimes I see that child in his face. You have not married, Mr Andersen?
            
Andersen   No, no, I have never marry. I have loved, please do not think I have not. And I am old, but still I hope … I am the bachelor of the old comic plays, no? Never marry, but I have been able to observe that difficult – landscape.
            
Catherine   Yes. What excellent English, again, Mr Andersen. It is so good to talk. I know you have trouble understanding me. Perhaps that is a mercy.
            
Andersen perhaps does not understand, but he lays a hand on Catherine’s arm.
               

Andersen   Dear lady.
            
The sound of Dickens returning.
               

Catherine   (brightening) Ah, here he is. Back from the city.
            
Andersen   (jumping up) Ah, ah.
            
Dickens comes in.
               

Dickens   You are cosy in here. (Humorously.) Mr and Mrs Andersen.
            
Andersen   Dear Dickens. Welcome.
            
Catherine   How did your arrangements go, Charles?
            
Dickens   That was long since. I got down from the train at Rochester. I have walked the remainder of the way. I have stamped along the roads, hour after hour, tireless, feeling more energy, more energy rise into me, mile by mile, intolerable. But I have established a place and a time for our rehearsals for The Frozen Deep, and devilish difficult it was. In the old days, it was easier.
            
Catherine   (fervently) Wonderful old days.
            
Dickens   Perhaps. Yes, one longs for that. When everything was to do, and our limbs fair. And no idea, not a notion, that it could ever come to this. Not an iota of an intimation. I long, I long for that. Do I reject the present? I reject it, I revolt against it. Intolerable. A sort of torment, all the more horrible for being commonly endured. I would go back. Wind back the clocks, I order it. (A moment.) You were certainly a most wonderfully adept actress in that time. Yes. That is true, that is true. And beautiful. That is true, that is true.
            
Catherine   It is the doing of things properly that is so important. To have a great talent as you both do, what a mercy. That I might paint like Kate – I do pray she continues to do so, fiercely, savagely. I think I must look in my heart, in this latter part of my life, and find what it is I can do. That is the grace of life.
            
Andersen   Yes, yes.
            
Dickens   (a moment) And so –
            
Dickens looks like he is going to go again.
               

Catherine   (rising) I will come with you.
            
Dickens   Well, well, if you say so. Good night then, Andersen.
            
Andersen walks up to him and kisses him.
               

Andersen   Be assure – great love, gratitude.
            
Dickens   Of course, Andersen.
            
Catherine and Dickens outside the room now, downstage.
               


            
I did not wish to embarrass you in front of Andersen, but I fancy I will sleep in my dressing room tonight.
Catherine   Oh, Charles, that won’t be comfortable for you.
            
Dickens   Did the carpenter come by any chance to block the door?
            
Catherine   No, he did not.
            
Dickens   Ah, you see. If I ran my magazine on such casual grounds it would not last a month. You see, you see, I am exhausted. Myself and Wilkie did a reading of the play, and I am so very tired. And have not slept well these last weeks.
            
Catherine   But the play is written, no, Charles? And you have performed it before? So beautifully.
            
Dickens   Thank you, Catherine. Yes. But it stirs up the mind. You remember how fantastically demanding the role of Wardour was. That final scene, where I die. Even as I ran the lines, in a casual manner almost, I looked up, and I was astonished to see Wilkie was weeping, that hard young man that never weeps.
            
Catherine   It might be better if he wept for the real world, and not a mere play. I hear such scandalous things about Wilkie these times. I wonder should we even have him here at the house any more? A man that keeps an establishment of two women in odd circumstances is not company for my two daughters.
            
Dickens   That is all nonsense. He is a fiery man, that is all.
            
Catherine   You are angry again. I cannot bear this anger.
            
Dickens   God’s eyes, I am not angry. Let him be happy in his life, odd as it may be. He is my friend. He is advising  me. (A moment; then, too vigorously.) Don’t you see that that play is as real as real life? More real, more clear?
            
Catherine   I love you, Charles.
            
Dickens   What did you say?
            
Catherine says nothing.
               

I did not hear you. It doesn’t matter. Let us not discuss it.
Catherine   What is Wilkie’s advice to you?
            
Dickens   It was in confidence. To be told to no one.
            
Catherine   Even to me?
            
Dickens   Is there a licence in marriage to break the confidence of a friend? No. There is a licence, of course, to chain one wretched beast to another. (A moment.) Excuse me, Catherine. Unhappiness makes me rougher than I would like. He said that something would happen, and that when it did, I would know what to do. There would be clarity. (A moment.) I will make up my bed in the dressing room.
            
Catherine   I thought for a moment when you praised the person I was of old that you were praising me in the present. I deluded myself. What joy there was in that delusion.
            
Catherine goes. Aggie emerges, gives Dickens a candle. Andersen listening.
               

Aggie   Good night, sir.
            
Dickens   (sighing) Aggie. Now, now, tell me, tell me plain – is what Dr Bill tells me true?
            
Aggie hangs her head.
               

Aggie   Don’t, sir. Please.
            
Dickens   Now, child. There is obviously a boy involved?
            

            
Aggie   I suppose so, sir.
            
Dickens   Evidently, unless you have emulated a certain young woman of Nazareth. Is it someone nearby?
            
Aggie says nothing.
               

Well? (No answer. Then, angrily despite himself.) Well, it either is or it isn’t. Oh, why do I have these misfortunes brought down on my head? (A moment.) Not Charlie, I do hope and trust? Not any of mine? Not Walter – he is only sixteen.
            
Aggie   (terrorised, weeping) No, sir. No, sir, no one at all. It was a different boy, sir, a different boy. Oh, God help me.
            
Dickens   How could you do this when you have such a good situation?
            
Aggie   And I am happy here, sir.
            
Dickens   How could you imperil all? Oh, I have seen this a thousand times. Why am I surprised? A ‘follower’, Aggie, would have required an immense – certification from your mistress. (A moment.) Will this lad stand by you?
            
Aggie   No, sir, because we parted.
            
Dickens   Then he is a scoundrel as well as a –
            
Aggie   Or I should say, he was parted from me, by fate, sir.
            
Dickens   Oh? And who is he, this fateful person?
            
Aggie   He was – a young soldier, who got – a medal at Sebastopol, sir. A Victoria medal, sir, just like what you said at dinner. Which was the why it made me gasp, sir. To hear you say it, and it all an accident that you were saying it. And then he went to – Madagascar, two months since. And, and he was killed by a cannon shot, in the adventure of the war, I am told, sir.
            
Dickens   Is that a story, Aggie?
            
Aggie   No, sir.
            
Dickens   That was a brave boy.
            
Aggie   He was a brave child, yes, sir.
            
Dickens   It is extraordinary. You have suffered. You lost both your good parents in the Irish hunger, I know. You are suffering now. (A few moments.) But I think you must prepare yourself to leave us, Agnes. Of course you must. You know that. I will try to make arrangements, of course.
            
Aggie   I am so happy here, sir.
            
Her terrified face, weeping.
               
She goes.
               
Now Kate again, her face inserted into the light.
               

Kate   I was looking for you, Papa. (After a moment.) Papa, why you are causing so much unhappiness to Mama?
            
Dickens   Ah, well now, that is a matter for the parties involved.
            
Kate   You are becoming almost brutal with her.
            
Dickens   (shocked) What? Brutal?
            
Kate   If you do not mend your ways, I shall never be kind to you again.
            
Dickens   I believe you, Kate. How you flare up, little Lucifer.
            
Kate   We are happy in this house. I am happy here. It is paradise.
            

            
Dickens   Everyone is happy here, it is a great nuisance.
            
He holds her arms, shakes them gently.
               

Be my daughter. Be more like your sister Mamie, gentle and true. Do not torment me.
Kate   I do not wish to be authored by you.
            
He starts to move away.
               

You are bringing away the light, Papa.
Dickens   Then follow after me, child.
            
Darkness, music.
               
The marsh owl.
               
Light on Kate’s easel, with a half-finished portrait of Plorn in his Sunday hat, with the black ribbon.
               
The sound of the marsh owl’s wings.
               
Catherine stooping over the sleeping form of Plorn, to kiss him.
               

Catherine   Good night, little boy. In your beautiful sleep. The guest of darkness is in the garden. The roses are tightly sleeping.
            
Dickens standing, singing ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’. A sort of storm of colour, dark greys and browns, blows against him. Music.
               
Darkness, music.
               
The marsh owl calling like a strange morse signal.
               




  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
Act Two


Some days later. At a mirror, Catherine passing, actively trying not to look in it, a glance, pat of the stomach, then passing on much discomfited, then …
         
Aggie, Kate and Georgie are standing in a row, facing out, with a table before them with bowls of flour, jug of milk, rolling pins, bowl of meat etc. They wear white aprons. Kate sings ‘The Minstrel Boy’, taken up by Aggie. They are working now all the while, kneading pastry, rolling it out, egging it, putting in the meat, moulding it, trimming, sticking on lids etc.
         
Dickens and Andersen in chairs as if in a different room, drinking tea together.
         
Aggie   I never thought I would see ladies making pork pies. If you live long enough you will see everything.
            
Georgie   I think it is particularly right for women to work. And I despise a woman that knows nothing about it.
            
Kate   Suppose the world were to come to an end, what would we eat at the End of Days, if we couldn’t make things for ourselves?
            
Aggie   Well, miss, you mightn’t have pigs then, so you mightn’t have pork pies.
            
Georgie   That is very true, Aggie.
            
Kate goes to the door.
               

Kate   Mama, Mama, come and make pork pies with us!
            
Dickens   You hear that? Caterwauling, and in a gentleman’s house.
            

            
Andersen laughing.
               

Georgie   I don’t think she will come.
            
Kate   I think she will come.
            
Working again.
               

And, Aggie, where were you before us, that you never saw ladies working?
Aggie   Big place in London, miss. I was only eleven when I came there, straight from Ireland. Lady Wicklow’s house, ma’am. I didn’t know a pile of linen from a hayfield, miss.
            
Georgie laughs. They work on.
               

Georgie   I do not know what we would look like to an outside eye.
            
Kate   I tell you, Mr Charles Collins would be happy to paint us. He would be happy to paint you, Aggie. He would call it ‘The Little Maid’ or ‘The Innocent’.
            
Aggie   Innocent, miss?
            
Georgie   Or, ‘The Eve of St Agnes’. (Laughter.)
            
Kate   He is a lovely painter.
            
Aggie   Who, miss?
            
Kate   Mr Collins. He has been down here, Aggie, you have met him – he is the brother of Mr Wilkie Collins.
            
Georgie   Well. (A moment.) You have a big day looming, Kate. Your father all in a fluster, all in a knot. The Queen coming to a private showing of The Frozen Deep, he won’t meet her, because he will have all his make-up on still after the little comedy he will do with Wilkie Collins after, and he wrote to her equerry and said he could not appear to Her Majesty in character, and it takes him forty minutes to find his face again.
            

            
Aggie   The Queen. Oh, miss. I would love to see the Queen.
            
Kate   It is terrifying.
            
Georgie   But it is wonderful also.
            
Catherine appears, putting on an apron.
               

Kate   Mama. There now, Aunt, I knew she would come.
            
Catherine   Did she doubt me?
            
Catherine sets to.
               

Georgie   Speaking of linen and beds, Aggie, you watch Mrs Dickens now, there is no one on earth who can fold a pork pie like Catherine Dickens.
            
Catherine   Nonsense.
            
Laughing. She certainly can beat out the pastry. They all work away.
               

Where is Plorn? He usually haunts the kitchens.
Kate   When he saw me coming, he ran for it, dreading I was going to ask him to sit for me again. How he detests sitting still.
            
Georgie   That is the first duty of a six-year-old boy, never to sit still.
            
Catherine   Indeed. I was wanting to congratulate him on making friends with Mr Andersen. The first time he saw him, and Mr Dickens introduced them, Plorn said, ‘But he is a horrible, horrible man, Papa, throw him out the door.’ ‘Before we give him tea?’ says Papa. (Laughter.)
            
Aggie   Janey!
            
Catherine   (laughing) Luckily, I don’t think Mr Andersen understood the word ‘horrible’. At any rate, just this morning I saw them, Mr Andersen doing those wonderful cut-outs for him, Plorn’s face transfixed, windmills, clowns and Lord knows what else, those elegant long fingers working with the scissors, very wonderful, very. And just then Papa comes in, and Plorn looks up at him, innocent as a foal, and cries, ‘Oh Papa, let us throw him in the door.’ (Laughter.)
            
Aggie   Throw him in the door … That’s very droll, ma’am.
            
Kate   Oh, Mama, you are the funniest woman alive. You are.
            
Georgie   Throw him in the door. The dote. Fancy. Little fellow of six.
            
They work on. Soon they have a pork pie in front of each of them. Catherine’s is adjudged the neatest and the best. Much laughter. The scene fading.
               

Dickens   Well, great laughter, great laughter. But we are peaceful here.
            
Andersen   Great peace, Dicken.
            
Dickens   What fascinates me, Andersen, about the tradition of folk tales in Denmark, in Germany, is the sense that they come from the oldest places, the darkest places. And yet are subtle, and true, like your own stories.
            
Andersen   I thank you, dear Dicken.
            
Dickens   Yes. And the appetite everywhere for such depictions. The brothers Grimm. And the like.
            
Andersen   Ah, I meet brothers Grimm. Two time. First time, they pay me no heed. ‘He is nobody,’ they say in silent. Second time, I have made books, I am famous, I am the famous man in all Europe, they say, ‘Hello, hello, Andersen.’
            

            
Dickens   (laughter) Well, you are the most famous writer on earth now. You eclipse me. I should take umbrage. I should object.
            
Andersen   Oh Dicken, Dicken …
            
Dickens   You are a great sun, and little suns like myself must struggle to show our light.
            
Andersen   But I am not great. Small, small. Every word of censure hurt me. Newspaper. Torture.
            
Dickens   (rising to leave) Andersen, I bid you henceforth live by my own precept, which I follow religiously or try to. That is, a man should read nothing in the newspapers that he has not written himself.
            
Andersen laughing. Dickens laughing. Dickens goes.
               
Andersen alone, blatantly happy.
               

Andersen   (doing Dickens) ‘What fascinate me of tradition folk tale Denmark …’ ‘I thank you, dear Dicken …’ (Laughing.) Such friendship. What joy, what joy.
            
Then this clearing, and …
               

 

Some days later again, Dickens with a cane, and Andersen, walking together.
               

Dickens   (calling to the others) Come along, come along, you must keep up.
            
Georgie and Walter following, carrying rackets, Aggie carrying a basket, Catherine with parasol. Kate with her easel. They are walking up Telegraph Hill. Kate catches up to Walter.
               

Kate   Walt, I envy you going away. What an adventure. All that way to go and all those sights to see.
            
Walter   Well, I am glad you envy me. But I would rather stay.
            

            
Kate   You’re young, it’s good to venture out into the great world.
            
Walter   Then you go out into it.
            
Kate   Ah, but I am a woman. They have things arranged quite differently for us, you know. I set out on my adventures inwardly, into my pictures. I think you have it better than Charlie, helping Papa in cold, dank London.
            
Walter   I would love to help Papa. I would love it. I would be near the things I love.
            
Kate   And you will help Papa, by going, Walt.
            
Walter   Is that what he said?
            
Kate   No, or not the way you think it.
            
They move on, then:
               

Dickens   Yesterday I endured the black tedium of a London funeral. Now, we are climbing this hill. The sun is shining, the birds are singing.
            
Dickens glances at Catherine, who is going along sadly. He turns his head away.
               

I have never climbed this hill before, and I do so now, on your recommendation, Andersen.
Catherine   (calling) Charles!
            
Dickens   Henceforth, let it be known as Andersen’s Hill.
            
Andersen   (looking about) Paradise, paradise.
            
Dickens   Ah yes, ah yes.
            
Walter with Aggie.
               

Walter   Can I carry that for you?
            
Aggie   You cannot carry it.
            

            
Walter   I went up to your door last night, you would not answer my whistle.
            
Aggie   You need to stop mooning over me, Master Walter.
            
Walter   I am not mooning over you. I am going away soon.
            
Aggie   And why are you going away, do you even know why?
            
Walter   I am going away to help my father.
            
Aggie   Help your father. You leave me be now and don’t be coming whistling at my door. Creeping into the garrets at night, and you are lucky your Aunt Georgina hasn’t spied you yet. How can you think to invade my little room, when it is the only place I have to myself in the house?
            
Walter   I want to kiss you, Aggie.
            
Aggie   Oh, kissing, now. I’ve had enough of kissing, thank you.
            
Walter   Are there pork pies in the basket, Aggie, do you know?
            
Aggie   Of course I know. I packed it, you goose. We women made them.
            
Walter   Young cousin Hogarth went out last year to India, Aggie, to the very same place I am going, and he is dead now. I go out to fill a dead man’s shoes.
            
Aggie   That makes no blessed odds to me. I am an Irish girl. The land of the dead. My mam and daddy died in a ditch, and four brothers and sisters were thrun in after. I survived all that, only to be tormented by you.
            
Now Andersen and Dickens. Kate briefly with her father.
               


            
Kate   Please go to Mama, Papa, she is very disturbed, and I cannot find the words to comfort her.
            
Dickens   I will go to her in a moment.
            
Kate   Then you do feel it too?
            
Dickens   What, Kate? What am I to feel?
            
Kate   You are disturbed also? Mama is disturbed, I am disturbed, and you are disturbed. (A moment.) What is the matter with everyone? What is amiss with everyone?
            
Dickens   Kate. We are having a picnic at the top of this hill – that is the theory, though this hill appears to have no top.
            
Kate moves away.
               

Andersen   And, dear Dicken, this play, this Frozing Deep? What is?
            
Dickens   The Frozen Deep. What is, indeed. I wrote it with – no, I am lying already, Wilkie wrote it, and I pushed it about, for certain purposes of my own, having an evil intent by it.
            
Andersen   Evil?
            
Dickens   To make the audience cry! Do you remember, Andersen, that scandalous story about Franklin at the Pole, that his men had been forced by extremity to cannibalise each other? It was a tale told to a newspaperman of poor ability by an Esquimaux. I have written extensively on this calumny. An Esquimaux. A savage, sir, worse than an Irishman. My friend Carlisle has written, if the Irish cannot be improved a little, perhaps they ought to be exterminated. He might have spoken of the Esquimaux.
            
Andersen   (trying hard to follow) Hmm, hmm?
            

            
Dickens   We can imagine an Esquimaux, at the edge of the frozen lands, telling such lies to whomsoever might ask – with the meat of Franklin’s men in his belly. Of course. Guilty. For someone ate those men. The gnawed bones were found. Teeth marks, Andersen … But I say it was not Englishmen that did such a deed. There is something noble and essential in the English character, in the English soul, that cannot drop to such depths. Even forced into the very pit of suffering, like my character Wardour, something at last rises up, and forbids dark conduct, and so such a man is redeemed by his – Englishness.
            
Andersen   Englishness? (Distressed at not quite understanding – but nearly.)
            
Dickens   Was there ever a landscape as beautiful as this? How I wish I could have shown Jerrold this beauty.
            
Catherine hurries to catch up and holds Charles by the arm, panting.
               

Andersen, will you ever so kindly?
Andersen understands and moves away a little.
               

Catherine   I am quite out of breath.
            
Dickens   I am exhausted, trying to make myself understood to Andersen. His English comes and goes, like a little season all of itself. Catherine, you must steady yourself.
            
Catherine   I am not to be steadied with a word.
            
Dickens   I did not sleep in that little room last night. I went out and walked under the pine trees like a ghost. Then over the dark earth to Higham, like a homeless soul, the trees breathing along the white road, and rounded the sleeping village with my dogs, and came back – none the wiser, none the calmer. There was an owl that called the whole night over the marshes.
            

            
Catherine   I heard it too.
            
Dickens   It was like an echoing phrase, but what it was saying I cannot tell.
            
Catherine   It is saying perhaps, love your wife.
            
Dickens   Catherine, Catherine.
            
Catherine   I love you still, Charles. I will always love you.
            
Dickens   Catherine, Catherine, Kate and Georgie are just there, and Walter, and poor Andersen, he frightens so easily, let us not burden them with our difficulties.
            
Catherine   What is it that offends you, what is it?
            
Dickens   Nothing, nothing, I do not know. If I had the words to tell you, I would tell you.
            
Catherine   I have no one to turn to for advice.
            
Dickens   Look, look, I believe they have discovered the summit. At last.
            
He pulls away from her. She is left bewildered.
               

Catherine   (to herself) I will always love you. But who is this ‘I’? I, Catherine Dickens? I feel as if I have left my body, and am looking down on myself. Give mercy to me, dear Christ, give mercy.
            
Georgie comes back to her.
               

Georgie   Are you all right, Catherine? You seem much distressed.
            
Catherine   I am much distressed. I do not just seem it.
            
Georgie   We can enjoy the pleasant sunlight, can we not, as of old?
            
Catherine   Georgie, it is not as of old. In all honesty you have done something to me that is so grievous I cannot find a phrase for it in English, or any other language. Is it true that you thought it a good thing that Walter would go away?
            
Georgie   If only to answer the awful struggle of his father to find a place for him in the world.
            
Catherine   Georgie, I must be plain and clear. There is something deeply amiss. I will write to Mama and ask her might she not take you back. I do not want to uproot you, I am so so grateful to you, and I love you, but we cannot go on like this, or I will die.
            
Georgie   I am so unhappy to hear you say this. I would not hurt you, Catherine, I would not.
            
Catherine   (touching her arm) But you are hurting me, Georgie. And I can see that it is I who must make it stop.
            
 

The summit.
               
In the distance there is the crump of artillery shells.
               

Andersen   What is that, Dickens?
            
Dickens   It is the guns of the Earl of Ulster’s Regiment, practising in the hills.
            
Walter   Ah, ah, Sebastopol.
            
Dickens   Yes, yes. (He is moved.) Poor Jerrold.
            
Andersen lays a hand on Dickens’ shoulder a moment.
               
Music.
               
Walter again with Aggie.
               

Walter   Aggie, Aggie – I need to say – I love you.
            
Aggie   You love me? (After a moment, fiercely.) I am in the family way, do you know what that is?
            
Walter   Oh, I … (He opens and closes his mouth.)
            
Aggie   (imitating him) ‘Oh, I … ’ You look like a dying trout. You’re only a baby yourself. (Contemptuously.)
            

            
You needn’t be worrying, Master Dickens. I will see to myself. I am not an amadán.
            
The sound of the crickets in the grass, the burning sunlight. Walter thinking hard.
               

Walter   (very genuinely) I do not think you understand me, Aggie, when I say I love you. If I am old enough to be a soldier in India, then I am old enough for you to believe me. I will find a cottage for us, at, at Broadstairs, yes, by the sea, where we used to play as children, and you and I will live there with the baby.
            
Aggie   And what will you feed us with, and what will you clothe us with? And will we be having a marriage, in the church in Rochester, and will that be a Catholic marriage, pray, good sir, or an English one? And will your people sit on one side, and mine on the other, if I had any? Maybe the bishop would like to marry us?
            
Walter   I have seen the Broadstairs folk there picking winkles when the tide is out. I am sure I can pick winkles. (Realising that sounds absurd.) Or some kind of work.
            
Aggie stares at him a moment, shaking her head, and moving away.
               
Dickens walks away a little apart now with Georgie. Kate and Walter are playing at shuttlecock. Aggie busied with the picnic things. Andersen watching, applauding, trying to be helpful.
               

Dickens   I want to rush out on the landscape with my dogs, and forge ahead alone, faster and faster, to make this strange turmoil drop from me.
            
Georgie   These are troubled times.
            
Dickens   She is my mirror and I have the urge to smash it in pieces.
            
Georgie   Who is your mirror?
            

            
Dickens   Your sister. Her face is my mirror, I peer in there and see my face.
            
Georgie   How do you mean, to smash it, Charles?
            
Dickens   If it means choosing between myself and your own sister, I will understand if you must side with her. You have been her helpmeet, after all, these many years.
            
Georgie   (fearfully) What do you intend, Charles?
            
Dickens   I hardly know. You have been mother de facto to the children. Of course, it is evident, she has grown madder these last years. It began in those exhausting days when Dora was born, and then when the little one died …
            
Georgie   I know, I know. But what are you going to do?
            
Dickens   Wilkie, he has been advising me, of course. He knows these subtle matters. What a perfect friend he is. (A moment.) I want to suggest to her that she lives here while I am in London, and in London while I am here.
            
Georgie   Oh, Charles. Are you not fearful of the response of all those who love you?
            
Dickens   Fearful? It is all fear. But I am in the right. They will see that. If they truly love me, they will see that. (A moment.) When there are dinners, of course she must preside, to present a united face to the world.
            
Georgie   I think that would be a terrifying thought for her. I must be honest in my response to you. I do not think you should send her away. That would be a disaster for us all. (A moment.) And you will want to send me away also?
            
Dickens   Never, Georgie, never. Unless you wish to go?
            
Georgie   (a moment) Whatever happens, I will wish to stay at your side, and do my work as always, the children, and the house.
            

            
Dickens   But do you understand, Georgie, the depth of that wish? Would it not in all truth serve your own life better if you were to find a loving husband? I cannot obviously offer myself in that role. This is a thought that nearly drives me to madness. Do you understand?
            
Georgie   There are many forms of living. I would gladly, in every sense, give myself to you.
            
Dickens   In English law, that would be given a very black character, I am afraid.
            
Georgie   I am quite capable of loving you without that aspect.
            
Dickens   Do you truly say that?
            
Georgie   I do. There are many forms of love not scorned by God.
            
Dickens   Then I will believe it. I need you now, I will not deny it. If Catherine has grown mad, I am also nearly mad. My head aches as if struck and struck again with hammers.
            
Dickens grips her hands.
               

But you relieve me of a profound disquiet. Thank you, thank you.
Georgie   I am ever in your service, Charles. Indeed, to be separated from you would be like a death to me.
            
Dickens   Faithful, faithful girl.
            
There is a moment when he might kiss her. Andersen boisterously laughing.
               

Georgie   Charles, when is Andersen to leave us?
            
Dickens   Oh, that is an even greater mystery. His letter said two weeks, but it is now, two, three? To test him out the other day I asked him to stay for the opening performance of The Frozen Deep, thinking he would graciously decline and reveal his departure date. But he graciously extended his stay instead.
            
Andersen looking his way innocently, smiling.
               

Georgie   He was due home yesterday, and arrived very late, in tears, with these extraordinary bulges in his stockings. He had been in Rochester, and had hired a jarvey to bring him back, and it took a road he did not know, so he assumed the jarveyman was going to bring him to a quiet spot and rob and murder him.
            
Aggie, apart from everyone, sitting stooped on the ground, distressed and quietly crying.
               

So he put everything into his stockings, his moneybook, his diary, any books he had, for their safety I presume. The poor jarveyman, a perfectly respectable example of his trade, said his passenger began to scream, just beyond Higham.
Andersen observing Aggie.
               

Dickens   He has the habit of kissing me on the lips, which is frightful. Surely there should be a law against that. He is a most profound, original and wonderful artist, but a spectacular nuisance of a man. He loves being here, and I grow a little fearful that he may stay for ever.
            
Andersen approaching.
               

Like another child – an elderly, lunatic child. He has nothing else to do, besides visit the ghastly princes of Europe in their crumbling castles. It is no wonder to me that no woman has ever attached herself to him.
Georgie   Charles, Charles.
            
Now Andersen reaches him, smiling.
               

Andersen   (scanning Dickens’ face) You are perfect well, Dicken?
            

            
Dickens   Dear Andersen. I am well.
            
Andersen   You look tired, Dicken.
            
Georgie   (to Andersen, sharply) It is customary in England, sir, to make no reference to a person’s state of well-being.
            
Andersen   Excuse, madam? How strange. (Nearly touching Dickens.) Your eyes, sir?
            
Dickens   My eyes?
            
Andersen   There is – ghost in eyes.
            
Dickens   Andersen, that is upsetting. What do you see?
            
Andersen   (very sincerely) Young boy in rags, weeping and afraid.
            
Dickens   I have no ghost in my eyes. When I was a little boy, Andersen, and the days of my life seemed bleak, I ordered things about me as if I were the stage manager of my own fate, and improved everything by conferring upon it the lie of romance. But no ghosts.
            
Andersen   Dicken, I also child sit in ruin of life, and make play.
            
Dickens   We were brothers then, and did not know. We have come up this hill, let us go down it. We have money to gather for a widow and her babes, in the real world of England below, which is a mighty serious business.
            
Walter comes up with Kate.
               

Catherine   (at a distance, hopelessly) Charles, Charles.
            
Kate   Papa, what is going on? Remember what I said to you.
            
Dickens   Yes, yes.
            
Kate   I will hate you, Papa, bit by bit.
            

            
Walter   Mama is on her own.
            
Georgie   She is not on her own, she is with us all.
            
 

While the house and rest are re-established by light, Dickens in the garden. Catherine reaches him.
               

Dickens   My dear, this is what used to be termed a spectacle.
            
Catherine   I am quite composed. (Fixing her hair with effort.) It is the sultry air and the walk has affected me. I am quite myself, and full of plans. Charles, I am resolved on a transformation. I intend henceforth to be forthright, active, living.
            
Dickens   That is admirable, of course.
            
Catherine   In furtherance of this plan, and believe me for the greater good of yourself, myself, and the children, I wish sincerely to ask if Georgina might not be sent back to our mother Mrs Hogarth, having done most wonderful service to me, to us …
            
Dickens says nothing.
               

Dickens   I cannot in all conscience just at present see the purpose or good in that, Catherine. But, I will think on it.
            
Catherine   You will think on it?
            
Dickens   I will.
            
Catherine   Thank you. Most obliged to you, Charles. I am most obliged – and happy. And I will always revere what she has done for us here. Always. I do thank you, Charles.
            
She goes.
               
Walter comes to him.
               


            
Walter   Father –
            
Dickens   Now I think I get the speech where you remark upon your great unwillingness to leave us, and the great injustice of my sending you out so far.
            
Walter   No, Father, it is not that matter. It is another matter.
            
Dickens   That is a little phrase which a parent does not like to hear.
            
Walter   It is Aggie, sir.
            
Dickens   Aggie, sir?
            
Walter   She is, I do not know the proper word for it, is it enceinte?
            
Dickens   Enceinte?
            
Walter   Yes, sir, and it is my fault, and I wish to ask your permission to take a little cottage in Broadstairs, perhaps, and to take up employment there, that will support her. When I am put up against necessity, I am sure I will meet the challenge.
            
Dickens   What? (A moment.) You fool. All my sons are fools.
            
Walter   I am very fond of her, Father. I love her.
            
Dickens   You are not the father, Walter. I have already spoken to Aggie. She was very clear about it.
            
Walter   That is not true, sir. There is no one else. She has told you something that you have chosen to believe. If you believe it, you choose to believe a fiction.
            
Dickens   (great anger) I do not, sir. Allow me to be an expert in that department.
            
Walter is close to weeping.
               


            
You have let yourself down. You are in disgrace with yourself and your God. We will not speak of this again. You will go to India.
Dickens walks away from him.
               
Walter goes off disconsolate.
               

 

A few moments without light, then slowly a tableau downstage. Theatrical light. Andersen sits watching ‘the play’.
               

Andersen   (to himself, correcting his English) The Frozen Deep, The Frozen Deep …
            
Dickens lies on the ground as Wardour with a webbing of rags over his clothes. Kate in character, wearing a shawl, as Wardour’s lost love, kneels to him, weeping. Dickens is giving his last speech but there is no sound. Catherine comes on, but dressed as Queen Victoria.
               

Walter   (in the audience) The Queen, the Queen, Mr Andersen …
            
Andersen bows to her, she sits, watches. Then the last sentences of the play become audible:
               

Dickens   … Nearer, Clara – I want to look my last at you. My sister, Clara! – Kiss me, sister, kiss me before I die!
            
Then Kate lowers her face to the face of her father; he has died. After a moment, the weeping Queen begins to applaud. A weeping Andersen follows in the applause.
               

Queen   Such a beautiful illustration of the English character. To die with the woman he loves weeping upon his breast.
            

            
Andersen   (to the Queen) Bualadh bos, bualadh bos.
            
Queen   What do you say, sir, what do you say?
            
Andersen   It is Irish, Majesty. Applause, applause.
            
Queen   Ah, the Irish, sir. The Irish.
            
All suddenly dispersed. Kate leaves shawl.
               
Andersen alone, downstage now in his shadows.
               

Andersen   Gods of this England, protect me. Queen of this England, pray for me. Let not the great expanse of Dickens quite occlude me, let there be a niche of fame for me, so then I can love him with a free heart. And as I fear God’s opinion, so I fear Dickens, and his rejection of me. I pray, I pray. And may God forgive me for my terrible vanity.
            
Andersen away.
               

 

Some days later. Dickens pacing in the garden.
               
Kate comes out to him, holding the page of a letter. She hands it to him. He reads it. Looks at her.
               

Dickens   This is a different letter to the letter we discussed. In this letter you intimate you will accept Charles Collins. This is not part of my friendship with Wilkie. You cannot accept him without my permission.
            
Kate   You will give it.
            
Dickens   How will I give it? Am I to see my daughter dressed in a wedding dress, an item just the same to me as a foul outfit of mourning, and to take all her beauty and life and wonder out of my house?
            
Kate   Yes.
            
Dickens   I know for a certainty he has no money.
            

            
Kate   I will make my way as a painter. And if I fail in that, I will go on the stage.
            
Dickens   You will find the professional stage a great change from our pleasant little enterprises. The theatre is full of people so terrible they will make your hair stand on end.
            
Kate   Then I will go about so – (She plucks up her hair.)
            
Dickens   What causes this change?
            
Kate   All that you are, all that you have done, all that you are going to do.
            
Kate takes her letter and goes.
               
The sound of the Thomas Moore song played somewhere in the house on the piano.
               

 

The sitting room of the house. Catherine, and Kate coming in with the letter, weeping. Andersen overhearing.
               

Catherine   Kate. Will I ring for some tea?
            
Kate   No, Mama, no tea. Oh, forgive me. I am a ninny. But the tears will not stop.
            
Catherine   Dear Kate – I am sorry you are so distressed. Sit down, my dearest, sit down and tell me what has upset you.
            
Kate   Oh, I cannot stop crying, Mama. (Suddenly.) I was leaving for Higham in the carriage yesterday. Something stopped me, Mama, something made me want to return. I turned the carriage back in a strange desperation and rushed into the house, flew through the hall, feeling that I would never see him again if I did not fly, fly, and stood in the door. I watched him as you might a person in a dream, not certain that I could truly reach him, or ever make him hear me. He was bent over his work as always, writing in that same dark ink, line after line, like a voyage. After a long moment he turned, but said not a word. I ran to him. He opened his arms, like a father, and caught me in his arms, and embraced me, and kissed me.
            
She breaks down even further.
               

Catherine   Oh, Kate. But, he is your father.
            
Kate   Oh, Mama, Mama, what is wrong with me? I do not weep like this except when I play that stupid part in Wilkie’s play, as Papa’s lost love.
            
Catherine   Kate. You are wonderful in that, and not at all stupid.
            
Kate   It is terrible to see Wardour die. It is terrible to see Papa die. My papa.
            
Catherine   It is like a true bereavement. It wrenches the heart.
            
Kate   Now. I will dry my tears. I must be sensible.
            
Catherine   He just does not understand how everyone and everything depends on him.
            
Kate   Who? Papa?
            
Catherine   Yes. Kate, let me just say, let me just say, in truth and simplicity, I love you. My daughter. Everyone here loves you.
            
Kate   (laughing) Even Andersen?
            
Catherine   In particular Andersen. He is not so strange as others make out. He is a fine and feeling man.
            
Andersen’s face hearing this.
               

What are you going to do, dear?

            
Kate   I am going to begin my life. Something is ending, and so I will begin.
            
Dickens comes in.
               

Dickens   Begin what, Kate?
            
But Kate starts to go out. He takes up the shawl to give it to her, but she ignores him, passes and goes.
               

(To himself.) It is because of me – but how is that, how is that? Oh that I were a better father – a better person. (To Catherine.) How one loves one’s daughters. It is quite extraordinary.
            
Catherine   She is a wonderful girl.
            
Dickens   She is a marvel. Why did I come in to you? Aggie. She has managed to – you understand? The usual matter with young girls. It is a great pity.
            
Catherine   The poor child. Child is all she is. It will be in itself a desolating experience, God knows, and to lose her place on top of that.
            
Dickens   Of course, she must go. She cannot stay here.
            
Catherine   No, no, of course she cannot.
            
Dickens   I am trying to help her. I am – putting my mind to it. Hush now, hush …
            
Aggie   (off) Mr Dickens is just in here, miss.
            
Georgie   (off) Are you sure you had an appointmen?
            
Georgie enters now with Aggie, leading Miss Ternan, a small pretty woman, about eighteen.
               

Dickens   Well, she comes, early.
            
Georgie   Charles, may I introduce Miss Ellen Ternan? She has an appointment I am assured.
            

            
Ellen divesting herself of a nice coat and bonnet, giving the items to Aggie.
               

Dickens   She does. Most certainly. (Going to her.) Thank you so much for coming all this way.
            
Ellen   It is a wonder to me to meet the author of all my favourite and most loved books. Am I impossibly early? I am so sorry. I can wait, Mr Dickens. Just put me somewhere out of the way and I will be quiet as a mouse.
            
Dickens   Not at all, you will have luncheon with us, by my eyes. By your accent, I surmise – Yorkshire?
            
Ellen   Irish by birth, sir. I was in Yorkshire a good while as a child.
            
Dickens   Ah, Irish, the Irish, a noble race, a race of renown in the theatrical arts, Boucicault, yes?
            
Ellen   My father and mother both worked for Mr Boucicault. On one occasion she played Gertrude to Macready’s Hamlet. I am told Macready is your great friend?
            
Dickens   Wilkie Collins chooses wisely. That is wonderful. I am sure you will do very well. You will be required to do a great many things in your role, but chiefly, to weep. I hope you are a good weeper?
            
Ellen   I hope so. I hope your daughter Kate will not be angry with me?
            
Dickens   Why would she be angry, my dear?
            
Ellen   For taking her role?
            
Dickens   She cannot play it in a big theatre. She has not the voice for it.
            
Dickens holds her by the shoulders quite fiercely.
               

She weeps with genius, I will allow. Every night, when we play it, the whole house in a sort of stupor of grief, her tears pour down upon me, soaking my beard, her little face a moon above my own, as I die upon the ground. To die in such a way gives me a strange feeling afterwards, like freedom. I cannot explain it. It rests me, miraculously.
            
He pulls her to him a little with a strange energy. Ellen pulls away slightly. A moment. Then Andersen clears his throat.
               

And this is Mr Andersen, the great Danish author.
Andersen smiling benignly.
               

Ellen   I have not advanced very far into Danish literature, forgive me.
            
Andersen’s face.
               

Andersen   Most melancholy to hear.
            
Ellen   (to Dickens) I have just finished Little Dorrit, sir, and it is the most deeply affecting book I have ever read.
            
Andersen   Oh, oh …
            
Dickens   Charming. Let me introduce you to my wife, Catherine.
            
Catherine   You are very welcome here. The people of the theatre are welcome in this house.
            
Ellen   (to Catherine) My mother sends her best regards and asks that you forgive her for sending me without a chaperone – she intended to do that task herself, but has been snagged up in town.
            
Dickens   Snagged up’, how charming. We will look after you. Kent is horribly staid and safe.
            
Catherine   Please thank your mother for her regards.
            
Dickens   When you came in, I thought there was a trick of light, and that a white fire from the hall followed you in. Like a little ghost. Such a lovely, sincere face.
            

            
Ellen   I am moved by your words.
            
Andersen   I am poet, poet of Denmark.
            
Dickens   Let us go in and eat. We will refresh you after your long journey. And I think you must say something nice to Mr Andersen later. I will school you up on his stories. You will be an expert on Danish literature by the time I have finished with you.
            
Ellen laughing. Her laughter brings Catherine’s gaze.
               
Music. They go off together, Dickens deep in talk with Miss Ternan.
               

 

Catherine and Aggie. Aggie goes to the other door. Walter enters, in his East India cadet uniform.
               

Aggie   My goodness, Master Walter.
            
Catherine goes to him, brushes the lapels slowly, smooths his hair, face nearly expressionless.
               

Walter   Mama, if before I went I had something to tell you, something that might be considered in some light as – as shameful?
            
Catherine   My child, you are not capable of a shameful act. You are sixteen.
            
Walter   Boys go to be midshipmen at fourteen, Mama, and they are accounted men.
            
They embrace. A darkening picture.
               

 

Then noise of trains, steam.
               
The shadows of great ironworks rising to the skies.
               
Dickens and Walter, in his cadet uniform, stand opposite each other. Andersen near them, but at a respectful distance. 
               
In the shadows, Catherine in the sitting room beyond. Georgie comes in and comforts her.
               
 

Dickens   I am sending you out, Walter, to a fine and dutiful life in Bengal.
Walter   Yes, Papa.
            
Dickens   And thinking of you as a little boy, and that you are the first to go. (A moment.) We must not be unmanned by the task of saying goodbye.
            
Andersen   (to himself) These are eternal sorrows.
            
Dickens   Your going so far away is naturally distressing.
            
Walter   Yes, Papa.
            
Dickens   Soon your heart will lighten, and your road will seem to stretch out in front of you brightly, and you will be glad to be on it.
            
Walter   Yes, Papa.
            
Dickens   Goodbye, my son.
            
An embrace, a moment, then Walter turns to go. Before he is quite gone, he turns and salutes, and goes.
               

You see, Andersen, what distress you saved yourself by going about the world on your own.
Andersen   Dear Dickens, dear, dear Dickens.
            
Dickens goes forcefully to Catherine. Andersen looking thoughtfully after him.
               

Dickens   Catherine, you must be brave.
            
Catherine   I will never be brave again.
            
Dickens   There is always sorrow in the management of children. Childhood closes like an iron door, it cannot be opened again.
            

            
Catherine   Call him back, Charles, call him back – why do we need to send our child so far?
            
Dickens   Catherine, Catherine, poor Andersen will be affrighted. The whole house will be affrighted. Georgie …
            
Georgie brings salts to Catherine.
               

Catherine   You defeat me. I am like one of those old cities in the Bible. One city builded upon another. You are building your own city on top of me.
            
Georgie   Because you have dragged a boulder onto your own breast, and it is crushing you, does not license you to say that I put it there.
            
Catherine   Oh, Charles, I pray you, send her away, send her away.
            
Dickens   Enough of sending away, enough.
            
Dickens appears to be going, but he does not go. He says nothing for a few moments. Then suddenly:
               

And I do think in all honesty this is the time to communicate to you my decision vis-à-vis our future arrangements.
            
Catherine   What, Charles?
            
Georgie   Charles …
            
Dickens   Wilkie could explain it better, were he here. It is a very good, simple plan. You will live in London and I will live here.
            
Catherine   This is your plan, that you made with Wilkie? But how could such a plan be made, and your love for me be still included? Such a plan does not include love.
            
Dickens   It may be, in the natural way of these things, that such a thing as love may be discounted here. A person, in order convincingly to live, must breathe, and I cannot breathe.
            

            
Catherine   In my company, you cannot breathe? I could not agree to such a plan. The boys will be home soon from school and I must be thinking about that. There is so much to do.
            
Dickens   There will be no need for that. You will not see them, Catherine. You will not see any of them, do you understand? My mind is quite made up.
            
Catherine   Could God kill me now, do you think He might, of His great mercy?
            
She looks to Georgie, but there is no help there.
               

Dickens   You are to be happy, on your own terms, in your own house.
            
Catherine   And quite alone.
            
Dickens   I have written to your family’s attorney, we have conducted ourselves with perfect propriety, and you are to be provided for, and you are to be free in so far as you are a married woman living apart from her husband.
            
Catherine   If you had devised a series of tortures for me, if you had hanged me in Tyburn and drawn out my entrails, wherewith I made my children, you could not hurt me more.
            
Georgie and Dickens disperse.
               

 

Catherine alone.
               
Dickens encounters Aggie in the garden.
               

Dickens   I have made arrangements for you, Aggie, you will be happy to hear. My friend, Miss Angela Burdett-Coutts, and I have set up a house called Urania Cottage, as a refuge for fallen women. You will go there, and when all is done, we will find a place for your baby, and I will arrange for you to go on to Canada, so you may start again afresh.
            

            
Aggie   (after a moment) I will not go to the place you mention, sir.
            
Dickens   Oh?
            
Aggie   I am not a fallen woman. I am an Irish girl of sixteen years and I will go back to Ireland, sir, and see what my people can do for me.
            
Dickens   That is brave, Aggie, of course. But if they cannot do anything? The world will be against you.
            
Aggie   I will do something for myself, and damn the world, if you will excuse me saying so, Mr Dickens.
            
Dickens   I think you may be excused the word. I think you may be justified in choosing it.
            
Aggie goes on to Andersen, packing in his bedroom.
               
Sunlight sparkling everywhere.
               

Aggie   The weather has picked up at last, sir. And is it very far to go, Denmark, sir? Here is your rope, sir, you must not forget that.
            
Andersen   It is far. It is journey of – transformation. Train, carriage, ship, walking, new looking, great noises, England falls away, this hard language, and then I am at home, and speaking Danish again.
            
Aggie   I think you like it, sir, that travelling?
            
Andersen   Ah, maybe so, little maid.
            
Aggie   I like it too. Well, sir, be sure and have your pocket handkerchiefs handy to yourself when you need them. Just in case, sir. I have washed and folded them.
            
Andersen   Thank you, thank you.
            
Aggie   I hope you will not forget Gad’s Hill, sir?
            
Andersen   Memory everything. Thank you, little maid. Thank you for drying my eye when first I come.
            

            
Aggie   Oh, sir, yes, I remember. It does seem a long, long time ago.
            
Andersen   (handing her a note of money) Yes.
            
Aggie   (the money) That is a great sum of money, sir.
            
Andersen   I, what is word, surmise, you will need it.
            
Aggie   Oh.
            
Andersen   I am not blind in the eyes. I cannot say English, but I see, I see. (Differently.) But not everything. I think there is trouble somewhere, but what trouble I do not know.
            
Aggie   Every family has trouble, sir, it comes from trouble, and goes to trouble, and just maybe is trouble, sir, plain and simple.
            
Andersen   You are wise, little maid.
            
Aggie   Not so much. Safe journey to your home place.
            
Andersen   God bless and keep you.
            
 

Andersen goes in to Catherine in the sitting room.
               

Andersen   Dear, dear lady. Thank you, thank you.
            
Catherine   (with great effort) My dear Mr Andersen, so sorry to see you go, infinitely sorry.
            
Andersen kisses her hand.
               

Andersen   Ah, yes. I wish you all happiness, in your life, Mrs Dickens, and in your perfect and holy marriage.
            
Catherine   Now, truly, your English is perfected.
            
Andersen   I thank you.
            
Dickens and Andersen at the dock.
               
Noise of ship, passengers, ordinary turmoil.
               


            
Dickens   You have everything you need?
            
Andersen   Oh, sir, the love I have for you. By my eyes.
            
Dickens   My dear man. My dear man.
            
Andersen steps up to Dickens and kisses him on the mouth. Dickens quite still.
               
The ship calls to the passengers.
               

It is time to go up the gangway. Here is a little book. I wrote in it for you?
Andersen goes off, speechless, waving, Dickens waving.
               

Goodbye, Andersen. (Then quietly.) Goodbye, Andersen.
            
 

Then Gad’s Hill again, Catherine seated, and Georgie, Dickens returns into the scene.
               

Well, although we may say we suffered a great deal from Andersen, the poor man is gone.
Georgie   You are certain, Charles? You saw him on to the ship?
            
Dickens   He kissed me, we parted.
            
Catherine stays severely alone, her face in pain. Aggie comes in with kindling etc.
               

Catherine   (with effort) He was a good, kind, dear man.
            
Georgie   He was a terrible old bore, that is the truth.
            
Catherine   What will happen to us now?
            
Dickens   Only splendid things.
            
Aggie   Will I light the fire now, ma’am?
            

            
Dickens   No need, Aggie.
            
Aggie goes.
               

I do believe the month is quickening at last, and we will have the proper summer soon. I will sit out in the garden with my book, and Mamie will sit near me, quietly talking. We will be English folk in England – the happiest people on earth in the happiest country.
Music, and the scene acquires the aspect of a genre painting. The faces picked out by light. A moment.
               
Then Aggie, in her coat and carrying her scant possessions, comes out of the house, goes to the edge of the stage, stops there, looks back.
               

 

Music.
               
Now it’s twelve years later again, Andersen in his room in Copenhagen, talking to Stefan, the clink and knock of boats in the harbour below.
               
The figures of the others still visible behind.
               

Andersen   And that is how all stories end. Soon Mrs Dickens was ejected, for no fault of her own, exiled from all she knew and loved.
            
Stefan   And is the poor woman still living, Andersen?
            
Andersen   She is, I believe. Her grief will be very great, for I tell you, Stefan, by every word of her mind and gesture of her body, it was so clear she loved him. Perhaps great genius must always be tied by the heel to unhappiness. I have often thought that. The world delights in us, we delight in ourselves not at all.
            
Stefan   My dear Andersen.
            
Light on Catherine.
               

Catherine   I lived for twenty years in the house in Gloucester Crescent that Charles provided for me. My son Charlie chose to live with me, but for many years I saw none of the other children. My beloved Walter was dead within five years, not of the wars and rebellions that he so feared, but an aneurism in his poor head. He lies in some lonely graveyard in India. All my sons were sent out into the world, Plorn the last at sixteen, away out to Australia, never to come home. I never saw Charles again. Kate married Wilkie’s brother, and was widowed young. Of course I could not attend the wedding, nor could she come to me. Then, some years after Charles died, Georgie came to see me. She gripped my hands and asked for my forgiveness. I gave it. I begged her to be sure that, when I was dead, Charles’s letters to me as a young woman would go to the British Museum, so that the whole nation would know that he loved me once.
            
Light on Georgie.
               

Georgie   I stayed, and minded the house with Mamie and all the children. I weathered as best I might the foul intimations of that dark aftertime, namely that Charles had preferred my own person to my sister’s. Even that I was the true mother of the children. At Charles’s request I was examined by the doctor, and found to be virgo intacta. Eventually that wretched storm subsided. I did what I could to understand Miss Ternan. Nothing was ever truly the same again.
            
Ellen Ternan comes on and stands in the shadows near to Dickens.
               

When Charles died I edited his letters and looked after his sacred legacy. I was the dog with saucers for eyes guarding the treasure, like in the Andersen story. I lived to be an old woman, into a century I did not understand. But I understood Charles, heart and soul.
She moves to Catherine and touches her shoulder, Catherine slowly puts a hand on hers.
               


            
Andersen   What is the world but a great empire of sadnesses? (The newspaper.) Here is another. No more stories will flow from him.
            
Stefan   By your own grace of mind, you might have counselled him.
            
Andersen   My dear child. I wore myself out trying to show myself to him, and perhaps wore him out also.
            
Stefan   And yet you speak so well of him.
            
Andersen   Stefan, you see, I loved him. My reverence for him has been unaltered by the stray bits of news that have reached me here these last years. Poor Dickens, fearing to grow old, rushed age upon himself. Did he take comfort from his little actress? I do hope so. Have his daughters and sons forgiven him? But you see, but you see, dear Stefan, I include all that and still the sum comes out the same. I loved him.
            
Stefan holds his arm.
               
Light on Ellen.
               

Ellen   If I may say – if I may be allowed to speak – yes, I loved him, though I shrank from his touch. In the twelve years of our love he aged into an old old man. He was only fifty-eight. He fell ill in our little house in Peckham. I brought him in the carriage to Gad’s Hill. I had promised Georgina I would not let him die in my house. When we got there, he asked to be put on the ground. His daughter Kate held him in her arms just a few sad moments and he died. Then, I mourned a while, and married a schoolmaster in Margate and never breathed a word about that strange, fled life.
            
Light now on Aggie.
               

Aggie   I used the money that kind Mr Andersen gave me to go back to Ireland. My people were all dead, but I got work in a kip in Monto, to serve all the soldiers that were in barracks there in Marlborough Street, in the city of Dublin. When my son Walt was born I went on with that work, until he joined the army himself and went off to India with the Dublin Fusiliers and did well at the little wars there. Then he came home and didn’t he bring me on then with him to America, and fought in the last wars there against the poor redmen. And then we crossed up into Canada, myself and him and his wife. And I died an old old woman in Calgary, Alberta.
            
Andersen   When I was leaving on the last day I could barely speak, I kissed him, and we parted. All the way to Gravesend he had brought me, and as the ship steamed out of the harbour, I looked back, certainly not expecting to see him, and there he was, on the last rough stones of the pier, standing in his bright yellow waistcoat, waving his hat in farewell, faithfully, faithfully waving.
            
Dickens steps forward, raising his hat with a slow flourish.
               

Dickens himself. Great friendship, like a conflagration, cooling to silence.
Stefan kisses Andersen on the mouth.
               
Then he goes and sits by Aggie, as if restored to her.
               
More light on Dickens. He sings ‘The Last Rose of Summer’, the company join in, then a last flourish of his hat, raised high, Andersen with his hat raised in answer, both hats held there, then slowly lowered, then slowly darkness.
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